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Learning English by walking down the street 
Chiou-lan Chern, National Taiwan Normal University and Karen Dooley, Queensland University of Technology 
 
With internationalisation and globalisation, English has proliferated in urban spaces around the world. This 
creates new opportunities for EFL learning and teaching. An English literacy walk is one activity that can be 
used productively to capitalise on this potential. The activity has roots in: (i) long-established approaches to 
emergent literacy education for young children; and (ii) pedagogic projects inspired by recent research on 
linguistic landscapes. Drawing on these traditions, teachers can target reading outcomes involving code, 
semantic, pragmatic and critical knowledge and skills. We use the four resources model of literate practices to 
systematically map some of the potential of literacy walks in multilingual, multimodal linguistic landscapes. We 
suggest tasks and teacher questions that might be used for purposes of explicit teaching of reading during and 
after literacy walks. Although grounded in Taipei, our ideas might be of interest to EFL teachers in other 
globalised cities around the world. 
 
Introduction 
Urban spaces around the world are increasingly rich in multilingual, multimodal signage. Still 
images and print in multiple languages are prominent, and with the spread of digital 
technology, moving images and audio are becoming common. These public displays of 
language have been described as ‘linguistic landscapes’ and are of interest to practitioners 
and researchers in fields as diverse as urban planning and politics. For language educators, 
much of the interest arises from the potential of particular linguistic landscapes for teaching 
and learning second and foreign languages (Cenoz and Gorter 2008; Shohamy and Waksman 
2009). Pedagogic activities that make use of these resources have been developed in several 
contexts: EFL programs in Chiba-shi, Japan (Rowland 2012) and Taipei, Taiwan (Teng 
2009); and francophone and immersion French programs respectively in Montreal and 
Vancouver, Canada (Dagenais, Moore, Sabatier, Lamarre and Armand 2009). We will focus 
on one EFL teaching and learning activity – the literacy walk. We have developed our work 
in Taipei during a time of rapid internationalisation and globalisation that has seen English 
signage proliferate by government decree (Teng op.cit.) and commercial imperative (Curtin 
2009). As the opportunities and demands for strong and critical English reading practices 
thereby created are not, in a general sense, peculiar to Taipei, our aim here is to share 
pedagogic ideas with ELT educators in other contexts. 
 
The English literacy walk is an excursion taken for the express purpose of teaching and 
learning about written English. It has roots in activities developed for emergent readers and 
English language learners in English dominant societies: ‘walking field trips’ (Hudelson 
1984) and ‘environmental print walks’ (Vukelich, Christie and Enz 2012). These activities 
were created to encourage the emergent literacy of children, specifically the capacity to read 
environmental print long before entry into school and formal literacy instruction. The 
activities typically required students to read signs, billboards and so forth while teachers took 
photographs for follow-up work in the classroom. More recently, the focus has been on code-
related knowledge and skills as teachers have sought meaningful alternatives to the phonics 
packages now prescribed in some English-dominant societies (Vukelich et al. op.cit.). 
 
The English literacy walk has roots also in the ‘language detectives projects’ (Sayer, 2010; 
Rowland op.cit) and ‘language awareness outings’ (Dagenais et al. op.cit.) inspired by 
research on linguistic landscapes. These activities differ from environmental print walks in 
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several ways. Firstly, they typically involve students venturing out with cheap, easily 
operated digital cameras to capture images of urban signage. Secondly, the focus is on 
multilingual and multimodal texts rather than English print alone. Thirdly, aims extend 
beyond conventional literacy skills to sophisticated pragmatic and critical reading capabilities 
(Cenoz and Gorter op.cit.; Shohamy and Waksman op.cit.). 
 
Explicit teaching is a key to student learning from environmental print. In the literacy field, it 
has been found that merely immersing students in print is inadequate because environmental 
print can be ‘read’ without acquisition of transferable reading skills (Vukelich et al. op.cit.). 
Given our own experience in multilingual contexts, we suggest that at least some EFL 
learners are likely to have similar experiences with environmental print in English. Moreover, 
there is evidence that students do not necessarily even notice the foreign language print that is 
ubiquitous to the point of banality in their linguistic landscapes (Dagenais et al. op.cit.; 
Vukelich et al., op.cit.). Further, students may not engage with environmental print in a way 
that promotes the types of language and literacy learning valued in school (Teng op.cit.). The 
teaching activities we suggest here are designed to increase language learning from linguistic 
landscapes by encouraging students to approach unfamiliar print as a fascinating puzzle and 
to practise reading familiar print in the course of their everyday activities. 
 
We organise our discussion of teaching ideas in terms of the ‘four resources model’ long 
established in some TESOL contexts (Freebody and Luke 1990). The model enables us to 
systematically ‘map’ reading practices: 
 code-breaking – i.e., knowing and using the alphabetic code of written English 
 text participation – i.e., drawing on knowledge of topic and text to make meaning; 
 text use – i.e., taking part in social activities to which a text is integral; and 
 text analysis – i.e., critically analysing how a text tries to position readers within a 
particular world view 
 
In this model, it is not assumed that any one practice is acquired before any other. Given 
appropriately designed activities, students can engage orally in text analysis, in their first 
language if necessary, even before they can decode English print independently. Similarly, 
the model prioritises no one type of practice over another; all the practices are essential for 
readers in the sophisticated textual worlds of the twenty first century. Accordingly, we 
suggest ways that the literacy walk can be used to develop each of the four types of literate 
practice. In doing so, we draw inspiration from both the emergent literacy and linguistic 
landscape traditions. As we suggest ideas for working with environmental print we assume 
that teachers make principled selections of activities given local programme priorities and 
student need. In Taiwan, for example, this requires balance between text analytic and other 
practices: “neither critical literacy nor conventional literacy should be relegated to 
subordinate status” (Huang 2011: 147). 
 
Becoming an English code-breaker 
 
The linguistic landscape of Taipei offers many opportunities for teaching code knowledge 
and skills. A walk through streets rich in Chinese, Japanese and English signage, for example, 
provides exposure to character, syllabic and alphabetic writing systems. Moreover, English 
Roman script is only one of the alphabets on display: Korean Hangul script is prominent too. 
Furthermore, English is only one of the orthographies for Roman script in use in the city: 
Romanised Chinese is prominent, as are French, Spanish and Italian (Curtin, op.cit.). How 
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might teachers use a linguistic landscape such as this to instruct learners in aspects of the 
code of written English relevant to their proficiency level? 
 
With beginners, EFL teachers might use images collected during a literacy walk to deepen 
student awareness of the alphabetic principle. Prior to the walk, the teacher can draw student 
attention to the foreign language print in the linguistic landscape. For example, they might 
prepare a powerpoint presentation of images captured at a familiar place (e.g., high street, 
shopping mall). Students could be asked to guess where the image was taken and to identify 
the languages on the signs. During the walk, students and teacher could use their mobile 
devices (i.e., cell phones, tablets) or digital cameras to capture similar images. While the 
teacher might direct attention to particular signs, students should be encouraged to discover 
images and to capture those that interest or appeal to them. Some degree of student-direction 
is desirable if the intent is to prompt students to engage independently with their linguistic 
environment. 
 
As a post-walk activity the teacher can ask students to sort images by writing system, 
producing posters for display on classroom, library, hallway or stairwell walls. While sorting, 
students might be engaged in discussions promoting multilingual language awareness: 
 Does the word on this bilingual sign have the same number of symbols when it is 
written in English and Chinese? (See Picture 1) 
 Is the number of letters in written English the same as the number of characters in 
written Chinese? Why? (See Picture 2) 
 Have any words been deliberately mis-spelt? Are the words displayed in an 
unusual fashion (e.g., written in a circle)? (See Pictures 1, 3 and 8) 
 
Environmental print alphabet charts (Vukelich et al. op.cit.) are another useful post-walk 
activity for beginners. To draw attention to features of English Roman script, teachers can ask 
students to create charts for display around the classroom and campus. During the walk, 
students could be directed to capture particular features (“Let’s make sure we find signs with 
E’s on them”) or a more general set of images. In either case, initial post-walk activities need 
to involve selection and organisation of images. After downloading their own images to a 
computer, and with the assistance of a data projector, the teacher can model the process of 
selecting clear and relevant images. Students can undertake the same process using the 
review function of their device or after downloading the images. For convenience in later 
lessons, they can then save their images to a folder and/or make and print a set of powerpoint 
slides. These materials are resources for print awareness activities during which the teacher 
asks questions highlighting the characteristics of print and cursive script, upper and lower 
case, and diverse fonts: 
 How many different A’s did we photograph? How are they alike and different? 
 Who can put our images in alphabetical order? 
 Can we create a complete alphabet chart with our images of lower case letters? 
What about upper case letters? 
 Are there any unusual fonts in our collection? Are some fonts easier to read than 
others? Can we find fonts on our computers like the ones in our images? (See 
Picture 4) 
 
When creating a chart, the class can vote on images for inclusion. The winning images can 
then be printed for incorporation into the chart. Colour printing is ideal if the classroom 
budget stretches that far. 
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Insert Picture 1 here: Hair salon sign  Insert Picture 2 here: Beauty shop sign 
Insert Picture 3 here: Cosmetics store sign  Insert Picture 4 here: Church sign 
With more advanced learners, EFL teachers might create a phonics chart showing different 
symbols for the one sound (e.g. kitten, cat, duck, queen). Over time students can add to the 
chart new symbols or new words with familiar symbols found in the linguistic landscape. The 
aim of this activity is to promote reading and writing fluency. To this end, teacher questions 
should help students build the knowledge of orthographic patterns that underpins rapid word 
identification and a strong sense of the peculiarities of English orthography. 
 Which symbol/letter represents this sound in this word? What other symbols/letters 
represent it in other words we know? 
 Does this particular symbol/letter appear at the beginning, middle or end of a word? 
Can it occur in more than one position in English? 
 
We turn now from activities designed to build code-breaking knowledge and skills to 
authentic uses of English and pragmatic outcomes. It is from this that much of the pedagogic 
potential of the linguistic landscape arises. Signage offers opportunities for students to not 
only use English for a range of authentic purposes, but also to develop awareness of how the 
language systems of English work (Cenoz and Gorter op.cit.). 
 
Becoming an English text user 
 
The signage of the linguistic landscape in Taipei is rich with opportunities for building 
pragmatic competence. Uses of English abound: the language appears on bilingual signs in 
recreational, transport and school facilities; it is found in the advertising of Starbucks, 7-
Eleven and other international businesses and is used playfully in creative shop names on 
upmarket streets. Moreover, English script is sometimes used ‘decoratively’ on objects such 
as scooters and signs on housing complexes or shops where it signifies ‘cosmopolitanism’, 
‘fashion’ or ‘cool’ (Curtin op cit.). How might this pedagogic potential be realised? The four 
resources model draws attention to links between text, context and communicative function. 
It suggests that teachers focus on the ways that texts are shaped by contexts of use, what 
readers are supposed to do with a given text, and what counts as a successful reading of text 
in context (Freebody and Luke op.cit.). All these dimensions of pragmatic competence can be 
developed through a literacy walk. 
 
With a little creativity, more or less authentic pragmatic experiences involving functional 
environmental print can be built into literacy walks. In Taipei, as in Beijing, Shanghai and 
other cities where extensive bilingual signage has been put up to create English-friendly 
environments, there are opportunities for students to not only use English, but also to reflect 
on text and reading. Beginners (McKay, 2007) might be encouraged to predict the signage 
they expect to see (e.g., in restrooms, cloakroom, café, shop, street signs) during a visit to the 
park, zoo, museum, art gallery or some other tourist attraction. During the excursion they 
could use the signs and/or an English language map to navigate their way around. Images of 
signage could be captured to illustrate a written recount of the visit. During all these activities 
students could be guided to evaluate their success as functional readers of English. More 
advanced learners might use environmental print to prepare a ‘local living guide’ for visiting 
exchange students. They could visit shopping areas, transport facilities and entertainment 
venues to identify and capture images of useful functional English signage. Afterwards, they 




Literacy walks are opportunities for more than authentic pragmatic practice; they can be used 
also to promote explicit pragmatic awareness. The ‘linguistic landscape project’ (Rowland 
op.cit.) for more advanced learners serves this end. This project is a post-walk activity 
requiring students to categorise images of signage by communicative function. The 
characteristics of the English signage of Taipei (Curtin op.cit.) suggest a set of relevant 
teacher questions (See pictures 6 and 7). 
 Is the English on this sign for us to read (e.g. persuasive language in advertisements) 
or is it decorative? 
 If it is English for reading, why do we read it? Do we read it for information that 
helps us do things (e.g. locate the café at the park)? Do we read it while thinking 
about buying things (i.e., advertisements)? Do we read it for information and then re-
read it for fun (e.g. amusing wordplay in a shop name)? 
 When are we likely to read this sign? What are we doing while we’re reading this 
sign? What do we do after we read this sign? How does the message on the sign affect 
what we do? 
 
Insert Picture 5 here: Directions on a sign Insert Picture 6 here: Bilingual wordplay on a café 
sign 
Insert Picture 7 here: Japanese-English teashop sign in 
a Chinese language environment 
 
 
The aims of the pragmatically-oriented activities we have suggested are to prompt students to 
use environmental English for authentic purposes and to become aware of the pragmatics of 
textual design. This presupposes meaning-making. It is to those practices that we now turn. 
 
Becoming an English text participant 
 
For beginners, whose comprehension is limited (McKay, 2007), reading their way through 
the linguistic landscape can be motivating: text is short and repetitive; print is richly 
contextualised by visuals and/or the setting. In making use of functional print during 
excursions to the park, zoo, museum, art gallery or other tourist attractions as described 
above, students can enjoy rewarding meaning-making experiences. 
 
Beyond this, the streets of cities such as Taipei offer opportunities for teaching EFL students 
to create meaning from multilingual, multimodal texts. Functional English is often found on 
signs that use not only English and Chinese, but also icons and maps. Advertisements 
likewise deploy words in one or more languages in combination with visual elements (Curtin 
op.cit.). Much of the pedagogic potential of linguistic landscapes arises from making 
meaning from these complex textual designs (Cenoz and Gorter op.cit.). 
 
Explicit instruction during a literacy walk for more advanced learners might address 
linguistic, visual and multimodal design features. Teacher questions should guide students to 
explore design features integral to making meaning from particular texts. We take as our 
example here the shop signs so prominent in the linguistic landscape of Taipei and other 
globalised cities. To prepare for the walk teachers should conduct preparatory lessons with 
exemplar images shared by data projector, printout or online folder. Students could be 
commissioned to find certain types of images or to bring back a rich set of different images. 
To assist students to make sense of messages in different and integrated meaning-making 
modes, questions should be similar to those which will be used in post-walk activities. 
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 Which languages are used in this shop sign? Which meanings are delivered by which 
languages? Are the languages mixed? If so, how? How do different languages 
contribute to the wordplay? What phrases or sentence structures does the text use? 
(Pictures 6-9) (Cenoz and Gorter op.cit; Rowland op.cit) 
 Which meanings are delivered by the visual design elements of this advertisement? 
What does this colour mean to us? What does this font connote? STATEMENT 
ABOUT ‘LINE’ DELETED HERE What meaning does this shape carry? (Pictures 8 
and 9) (Exley and Mills, op.cit; Rowland, op.cit) 
 How do the words and visual elements work together to create meaning in this 
advertisement? Do they reinforce each other? Do they carry different parts of the 
meaning? Do they carry different meanings? Do either the words or the visual 
elements carry most of the meaning? (Pictures 8 and 9) (Cenoz and Gorter op.cit; 
Rowland op.cit.) 
 How do the visual messages invite you to take action? (Cenoz and Gorter op cit.; 
Rowland op.cit.) 
 
Insert Picture 8 here: A beauty shop sign Insert Picture 9 here: Convenience store sign with cute 
visual elements 
 
Explicit knowledge of multiple and multimodal textual design features provides a basis for 
instruction in some of the comprehension strategies students can use to make meaning from 
the texts of the linguistic landscape. Drawing inferences is one of these. To develop this 
strategy, students might be asked an inferential question about the product featured in an 
advertisement. If an advertisement targets an implicit problem, then the question could be: 
What problem does this product purport to solve? After answering, students might be asked 
to identify the sources of their inferences: both the linguistic, visual and multimodal textual 
information on which they drew and the knowledge they brought to the text in order to ‘read 
between the lines’. Visualising is another comprehension strategy that can be used to deepen 
participation in the meanings of an advertisement. For example, students might be asked to 
imagine themselves in the scene depicted in an advertisement: What would you and the others 
in the scene be doing, thinking and feeling? 
 
The activities we have suggested here are designed to enable students to make meanings from 
English signage. But there is more to comprehension than this: critique can deepen student 
engagement with textual meaning (Huang op.cit.). It is to practices of text analysis, then, that 
we now turn. 
 
Becoming an English text analyst 
The very presence of English in the linguistic landscape of Taipei conveys multiple 
meanings. The signage of Starbucks and 7-Eleven, for example, signifies internationalisation 
even as those businesses become localised. Decorative displays of English Roman script on 
posters, housing complexes and so forth around the city signify a cosmopolitanism that is a 
mark of East Asian modernity. Moreover, creative English wordplay is a distinctive feature 
of shop names in upscale commercial districts (Curtin op.cit.). In short, English conveys 
many different meanings on the streets of Taipei, as it does in other globalised cities around 
the world. 
 
Text analysis enables students to probe the social meanings and values conveyed by language 
choices in multilingual texts. Some of these relate to the very fact that English appears in a 
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text while others relate to the choices made within English meaning systems. In post-walk 
activity teachers might engage students in critical dialogue about these choices. Productive 
lines of teacher questioning can be drawn from critical literacy and linguistic landscape 
projects. 
 What does this advertisement try to make us feel and think? How does it use 
languages, ideas, words and images to do that? Whose interests does this serve? Do 
other advertisements for similar products have similar effects? Why or why not? 
(Huang op. cit.) 
 What values and ideas enable a writer to produce this text unselfconsciously and a 
reader to make sense of it naively? (Freebody and Luke op. cit.) 
 Can we find an online advertisement for this same product targeting consumers in 
another country? How is it similar to or different from the advertisement on our 
street? Why does the one company market the one product differently to people in 
different countries? How is English used differently in the advertisements targeting 
markets in Taiwan and an English-dominant country? (Exley and Mills op.cit.) 
 Are there other ways to think about this product? Why are they absent from the sign? 
Would the advertisement work if it included those perspectives? And if so, where and 
for whom? Why? (Huang op.cit.) 
 
To the extent that it can be conducted orally, and with strategic use of first language, text 
analysis of English in the signage of multilingual, multimodal linguistic landscapes need not 
be restricted to advanced learners. With appropriate support, even beginners can critique the 
hegemony of English and the ideologies it carries. Indeed, it is imperative that they be 
equipped to do so lest the empowering potential of critical pedagogies be reserved for those 
with high levels of conventional English literacy. To establish mastery of conventional skills 
as a barrier to entry into critical English literacies is to deny second language learners 
essential literate capabilities in a world where English is implicated in relations of power with 




Since English has become a lingua franca for global communication, authorities in cities such 
as Taipei, Beijing and Shanghai have worked at creating English-friendly environments by 
including bilingual signs and posters to facilitate communication. Moreover, as is the case 
globally, English signage has proliferated for reasons of identity and commerce: the English 
on local signs is not always intended for visitors but sometimes replaces or supplements the 
local language (Sayer, op.cit; Curtin, op.cit.). Environmental print, therefore, has become a 
useful, if politically complex, resource for learning English in contexts where language 
teachers once lamented the paucity of English input outside the classroom. As pedestrians, 
however, EFL students might well be oblivious to bilingual signs if they have not been 
reminded to attend to them. Yet, with proper attention, these street-signs have the potential to 
not only help learners of English become familiar with the codes of environmental print, but 
also to lead them to actively participate in meaning-making processes in which textual 
analysis as well as appreciation of the design will emerge. 
 
The pedagogic challenge is to find ways of encouraging students to capitalise on the English 
that is an increasingly abundant source of input in linguistic landscapes in globalised cities 
around the world. Through the four resources model we have been able to look at some 
possibilities for taking students into the linguistic landscape and bringing some of the texts of 
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that landscape into the classroom. The model is a useful heuristic; it enables systematic 
consideration of the reading practices required in text-saturated twenty first century worlds. 
While we have separated the four families of practice out for purposes of description, they 
can be integrated in instructional activity. Any one act of reading involves a configuration of 
practices; instructional emphases should vary with local priorities. 
 
Word count: 3970 
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Picture 5. A sign giving directions 
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